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n the literature, discussion of ac tion research tends to fall into two distinctive camps. The British tradition -especially that linked to education -tends to view action research as research oriented toward the enhancement of direct practice. For example, Carr and Kemmis provide a classic definition:
Action research is simply a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in social situations in order to improve the rationality and justice of their own practices, their understanding of these practices, and the situations in which the practices are carried out (Carr and Kemmis 1986: 162) .
Many people are drawn to this understanding of action research because it is firmly located in the realm of the practitioner -it is tied to self-reflection. As a way of working it is very close to the notion of reflective practice coined by Donald Schön (1983) .
The second tradition, perhaps more widely approached within the social welfare field -and most certainly the broader understanding in the USA is of action research as 'the systematic collection of information that is designed to bring about social change ' (Bogdan and Biklen 1992: 223) . Bogdan and Biklen continue by saying that its practitioners marshal evidence or data to expose unjust practices or environmental dangers and recommend actions for change. In many respects, for them, it is linked into traditions of citizen's action and community organizing. The practitioner is actively involved in the cause for which the research is conducted. For others, it is such commitment is a necessary part of being a practitioner or member of a community of practice. Thus, various projects designed to enhance practice within youth work, for example, such as the detached work reported on by Goetschius and Tash (1967) could be talked of as action research.
Origins
Kurt Lewin is generally credited as the person who coined the term 'action research':
The research needed for social practice can best be characterized as research for social management or social engineering. It is a type of actionresearch, a comparative research on the conditions and effects of various forms of social action, and research leading to social action. Research that produces nothing but books will not suffice (Lewin 1946 , reproduced in Lewin 1948 His approach involves a spiral of steps, 'each of which is composed of a circle of planning, action and fact-finding about the result of the action ' (ibid.: 206 The next step is 'composed of a circle of planning, executing, and reconnaissance or fact finding for the purpose of evaluating the results of the second step, and preparing the rational basis for planning the third step, and for perhaps modifying again the overall plan' (ibid.: 206). What we can see here is an approach to research that is oriented to problem-solving in social and organizational settings, and that has a form that parallels Dewey's conception of learning from experience.
The approach, as presented, does take a fairly sequential form -and it is open to literal interpretation. Following it can lead to practice that is 'correct' rather than 'good' -as we will see. It can also be argued that model itself places insufficient emphasis on analysis at key points. Elliott (1991: 70) who use it to assume that the 'general idea' can be fixed in advance, 'that "reconnaissance" is merely fact-finding, and that "implementation" is a fairly straightforward process'. As might be expected there was some questioning as to whether this was 'real' research. There were questions around action research's partisan nature -the fact that it served particular causes.
The decline and rediscovery of action research
Action research did suffer a decline in favour during the 1960s because of its association with radical political activism (Stringer 2007: 9). There were, and are, questions concerning its rigour, and the training of those undertaking it. However, as Bogdan and Biklen (1992: 223) point out, research is a frame of mind -'a perspective that people take toward objects and activities'. Once we have satisfied ourselves that the collection of information is systematic, and that any interpretations made have a proper regard for satisfying truth claims, then much of the critique aimed at action research disappears. In some of Lewin's earlier work on action research (e.g. Lewin and Grabbe 1945) there was a tension between providing a rational basis for change through research, and the recognition that individuals are constrained in their ability to change by their cultural and social perceptions, and the systems of which they are a part. Having 'correct knowledge' does not of itself lead to change. Attention also needs to be paid to the 'matrix of cultural and psychic forces' through which the subject is constituted (Winter 1987: 48) .
Subsequently, action research has gained a significant foothold both within the realm of community-based, and participatory action research; and as a form of practice oriented to the improvement of educative encounters (e.g. Carr and Kemmis 1986).
Exhibit 1: Stringer on community-based action research A fundamental premise of community-based action research is that it commences with an interest in the problems of a group, a community, or an organization. Its purpose is to assist people in extending their understanding of their situation and thus resolving problems that confront them….
Community-based action research is always enacted through an explicit set of social values. In modern, democratic social contexts, it is seen as a process of inquiry that has the following characteristics:
• It is democratic, enabling the participation of all people.
• It is equitable, acknowledging people's equality of worth.
• It is liberating, providing freedom from oppressive, debilitating conditions.
• It is life enhancing, enabling the expression of people's full human potential.
(Stringer 1999: 9-10)
The action research process works through three basic phases:
Look -building a picture and gathering information. When evaluating we define and describe the problem to be investigated and the context in which it is set. We also describe what all the participants (educators, group members, managers etc.) have been doing.
Think -interpreting and explaining. When evaluating we analyse and interpret the situation.
We reflect on what participants have been doing. We look at areas of success and any deficiencies, issues or problems.
Act -resolving issues and problems. In evaluation we judge the worth, effectiveness, appropriateness, and outcomes of those activities. We act to formulate solutions to any problems. (Stringer 1999 : 18; 43-44; 160) The use of action research to deepen and develop classroom practice has grown into a strong tradition of practice (one of the first examples being the work of Stephen Corey in 1949). For some there is an insistence that action research must be collaborative and entail group work.
Action research is a form of collective self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in social situations in order to improve the rationality and justice of their own social or educational practices, as well as their understanding of those practices and the situations in which the practices are carried out… The approach is only action research when it is collaborative, though it is important to realise that action research of the group is achieved through the critically examined action of individual group members. (Kemmis and McTaggart 1988: 5-6)Just why it must be collective is open to some question and debate (Webb 1996) , but there is an important point here concerning the commitments and orientations of those involved in action research.
Conclusion
One of the legacies Kurt Lewin left us is the 'action research spiral' -and with it there is the danger that action research becomes little more than a procedure. It is a mistake, according to McTaggart (1996: 248) to think that following the action research spiral constitutes 'doing action research'. He continues, 'Action research is not a 'method' or a 'procedure' for research but a series of commitments to observe and problematize through practice a series of principles for conducting social enquiry'. It is his argument that Lewin has been misunderstood or, rather, misused. When set in historical context, while Lewin does talk about action research as a method, he is stressing a contrast between this form of interpretative practice and more traditional empiricalanalytic research. The notion of a spiral may be a useful teaching device -but it is all too easily to slip into using it as the template for practice (McTaggart 1996: 249 The participatory action research approach (PAR) to community issues is a culturally rel-P P P P Participatory articipatory articipatory articipatory articipatory
